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Piranesi's Imitation of the Classics
Abstract
SCHOLARS HAVE sometimes defined classicism as a debate between copying and representation. Speaking
of the French artist Nicolas Poussin, art historian Richard T. Neer claimed: "Copying is the death of art,
because a Copy is not really a picture in Poussin's understanding of the term: lacking idealization or elevation,
it is just the replication of Nature."1 For Poussin, the "most deplorable" example of this kind of copying is
printmaking, considered here as the unthinking production of the original. 2 Poussin contrasts this to
painting, which he claims has a literary and intellectual quality.
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C l a u d e ' s  R u i n s  R E B E C C A  C R I S A F U L L I  1 6 1  
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J A M E S  N E M I R O F F  
P i r a n e s i ' s  I m i t a t i o n  
o f  t h e  C l a s s i c s  
S C H O L A R S  H A V E  s o m e t i m e s  d e f i n e d  c l a s s i c i s m  
a s  a  d e b a t e  b e t w e e n  c o p y i n g  a n d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  
S p e a k i n g  o f  t h e  F r e n c h  a r t i s t  N i c o l a s  P o u s s i n ,  a r t  
h i s t o r i a n  R i c h a r d  T .  N e e r  c l a i m e d :  " C o p y i n g  i s  t h e  
d e a t h  o f  a r t ,  b e c a u s e  a  C o p y  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  a  p i c t u r e  
i n  P o u s s i n ' s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  t e r m :  l a c k i n g  
i d e a l i z a t i o n  o r  e l e v a t i o n ,  i t  i s  j u s t  t h e  r e p l i c a t i o n  o f  
N a t u r e . "
1  
F o r  P o u s s i n ,  t h e  " m o s t  d e p l o r a b l e "  e x a m p l e  
o f  t h i s  k i n d  o f  c o p y i n g  i s  p r i n t m a k i n g ,  c o n s i d e r e d  
h e r e  a s  t h e  u n t h i n k i n g  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l .  
2  
P o u s s i n  c o n t r a s t s  t h i s  t o  p a i n t i n g ,  w h i c h  h e  c l a i m s  
h a s  a  l i t e r a r y  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  q u a l i t y .  
W h i l e  t h e s e  c r i t i q u e s  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  v a l i d  
i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  F r a n c e ,  w e  
c a n  o b s e r v e  h o w  I t a l i a n  a r c h i t e c t  a n d  p r i n t m a k e r  
G i o v a n n i  B a t t i s t a  P i r a n e s i  a d d e d  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  
q u a l i t y  t o  h i s  e t c h i n g s .  T h r o u g h  h i s  p r i n t s ,  P i r a n e s i  
d e b a t e d  w i t h  i n t e l l e c t u a l s  a n d  a r t i s t s  i n  F r a n c e  a n d  
E n g l a n d  a b o u t  t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  R o m a n  a r t  i t s e l f  a n d  t h e  
l i m i t s  o f  c l a s s i c i s m .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n s t e a d  o f  c l a i m i n g  
t h a t  R o m a n  a r t ' s  s t a t u s  w a s  d u e  t o  i t s  G r e e k  p r e d e -
c e s s o r s ,  P i r a n e s i  i n s t e a d  e m p h a s i z e d  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  
o f  t h e  E t r u s c a n s ,  t h e  f i r s t  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f l t a l y  b e f o r e  
t h e  R o m a n s  a r r i v e d .  
3  
M o r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  d r a w i n g  o n  
i d e a s  p o s i t e d  b y  h i s  m e n t o r  M a t t e o  L u c c h e s i  ( 1 7 0 5 -
1 7 7 6 ) ,  P i r a n e s i  a r g u e d  t h a t  D o r i c  c o l u m n s  w e r e  
a c t u a l l y  i n v e n t e d  b y  t h e  E t r u s c a n s  a n d  o n l y  l a t e r  
r e n a m e d  t h e  D o r i c  s t y l e  b y  t h e  G r e e k s .  
E v e n  t h o u g h  o n e  o f  t h e  g o a l s  o f  P i r a n e s i ' s  
p r i n t s  w a s  t o  e m p h a s i z e  t h e  u n i q u e l y  R o m a n  q u a l -
i t y  o f  i t s  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  t h e  R o m e  t h a t  t h e  p u b l i c  
e n c o u n t e r e d  i n  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w a s  a  c i t y  
i n  r u i n s .  P i r a n e s i  w r o t e :  " W h e n  I  s a w  i n  R o m e  h o w  
m o s t  o f  t h e  r e m a i n s  o f  t h e  a n c i e n t  b u i l d i n g s  l a y  
s c a t t e r e d  t h r o u g h  g a r d e n s  a n d  p l o u g h e d  f i e l d s  . . .  I  
r e s o l v e d  t o  p r e s e r v e  t h e m  b y  m e a n s  o f  e n g r a v i n g s .  
I  h a v e  t h e r e f o r e  d r a w n  t h e s e  r u i n s  w i t h  a l l  p o s s i b l e  
e x q u i s i t e n e s s . "
4  
I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  P i r a n e s i  n e e d e d  
p r i n t m a k i n g  t o  " m a k e  i d e a s  o f  R o m e  t h r o u g h  p i c -
t u r e s , "  r e c o n s t r u c t i n g  R o m e  a s  t h e  i d e a l  l o c u s  c l a s -
s i c u s .  
5  
T o  a c h i e v e  t h i s  g o a l ,  h e  a r g u e d  f o r  t h e  r i g h t  o f  
t h e  a r t i s t  t o  d r a w  o n  d i v e r s e  c l a s s i c a l  s o u r c e s ,  e x c a -
v a t i n g  a s  m u c h  k n o w l e d g e  a s  p o s s i b l e  a b o u t  a  s u b j e c t  
a n d  t h e n  i n f u s i n g  t h a t  k n o w l e d g e  i n t o  h i s  r e p r e -
s e n t a t i o n s .  I n  t h i s  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s e n s e ,  P i r a n e s i  
t r a n s f o r m s  p r i n t m a k i n g  i n t o  a n  i m i t a t i v e  a n d  r e p -
r e s e n t a t i o n a l  a r t  f o r m ,  r e l a y i n g  m e a n i n g  t h r o u g h  a  
d i a l o g u e  w i t h  p r e v i o u s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  t r a d i t i o n s .  
T a k i n g  t h i s  v i e w  o f  c l a s s i c i s m  a s  h i s  p o i n t  o f  
d e p a r t u r e ,  P i r a n e s i  b e g a n  p e r h a p s  h i s  m o s t  f a m o u s  
c o l l e c t i o n  o f  e t c h i n g s  o f  R o m a n  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  t h e  
V i e w s  o f  R o m e ,  i n  J . 7 4 .  7  a n d  c o n t i n u e d  w o r k  o n  i t  
u n t i l  h i s  d e a t h  i n  1 7 7 8 .  A s  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  h i s  p r e v i o u s  
p r i n t  p r o j e c t s ,  d e s i g n e d  f o r  a n  e l i t e  p u b l i c  i n  o r d e r  t o  
g a r n e r  p r e s t i g e  f o r  t h e  a r t i s t ,  t h e s e  e t c h i n g s  c o n s t i -
t u t e d  a  m o r e  c o m m e r c i a l  e f f o r t  t o  s e l l  t h e  g r a n d e u r  
o f  R o m e  t h r o u g h  a  s e r i e s  o f  s o u v e n i r  i m a g e s .  
6  
T e m p l e  o f  t h e  S i b y l ,  T i v o l i  ( f i g .  1 0 5 )  i s  o n e  o f  
P i r a n e s i ' s  V i e w s  o f  R o m e .  F o r m e r l y  k n o w n  a s  T i b u r ,  
T i v o l i  w a s  a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  l o c a t i o n  t o  e m p h a s i z e  
t h e  E t r u s c a n  r o o t s  o f  R o m a n  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  s i n c e  
T i b u r  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  f i v e  g r e a t  c i t i e s  o f  L a t i u m  t h a t  
1 6 5  
105 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Temple of the Sibyl, Tivoli, 
1761. Cat. 47 
Aeneas conquered as he was establishing Rome.7 By 
emphasizing the interconnectedness between Rome 
and Tivoli, Piranesi also reinforced the degree to 
which Roman art and architecture imitates its 
Latin predecessors. By the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, Tivoli was recognized as one of 
Rome's foundational cities and was a favorite site 
for Piranesi to depict. 
In addition to harking back to Rome's Latin 
past, Temple of'the Sibyl also accentuates the pro-
phetic aspect of Piranesi's artistic project. This 
can best be seen if we consider how the sibyls 
were interpreted prophetically not only by Greco-
Roman mythology but also medieval Christendom. 
According to Roman mythology, the sibyls were ora-
cles who not only protected the local gods of various 
166 JAMES NEMIROFF 
Greek and Roman cities but also possessed the gift 
of divination. Tivoli, in particular, was associated 
with the Tiburtine Sibyl, who foretold to Augustus 
the birth of Jesus and Constantine's conversion to 
Christianity. 8 While the religious overtones of the 
prophecy are not immediately apparent in Piranesi's 
print, one could say that it presents the sibyl's temple 
as a heavenly altar where viewers can reflect on art's 
relationship to its sources and the most appropriate 
means of imitating the classics. 
NOTES 
1 Richard T. Neer, "Poussin and the Ethics of Imitation," 
Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 51-52 
(2006-07): 307-08. 
2 Ibid., 308. 
3  A l p h e u s  H y a t t  M a y o r ,  G i o v a n n i  B a t t i s t a  P i r a n e s i  ( N e w  
Y o r k :  A .  B i t t n e r ,  1 9 5 2 ) ,  3 - 4 .  
4  I b i d . ,  8 .  
5  I b i d . ,  5 .  
6  I b i d . ,  1 4 .  
7  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  c i t y  o f T i b u r  a n d  t h e  r i v e r  t h a t  e n c i r -
c l e s  i t  a r e  f e a t u r e d  p r o m i n e n t l y  a s  o n e  o f  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  
o f  t h e  n e w  n a t i o n  o f  R o m e ,  w h i c h  A e n e a s  s u r v e y s  i n  
b o o k  7  o f  T h e  A e n e i d :  " A n d  w h e n  t h e  n e x t  d a y  r o s e  t o  
s c a n  t h e  l a n d /  w i t h  i t s  f i r s t  l i g h t ,  t h e y  g o  b y  s e p a r a t e  
w a y s /  t o  s e a r c h  t h e  c i t y  o u t ,  i t s  b o u n d a r i e s  a n d /  t h e  
c o a s t l i n e  o f  t h a t  n a t i o n .  T h e s e ,  t h e y  f i n d , /  a r e  p o o l s  a n d  
f o u n t a i n s  o f N u r n i n i c u s ;  /  a n d  t h i s ,  t h e  r i v e r ,  T i b e r ;  
h e r e ,  t h e  h o m e /  o f  s t u r d y  L a t i n s . "  V i r g i l ,  T h e  A e n e i d ,  
t r a n s .  A l l e n  M a n d e l b a u m  ( B e r k e l e y :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  
C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 1 ) ,  7 . 1 . 9 0 - 9 6 .  
8  E n r i c o  C e r u l l i ,  " T r a d i t i o n s  a n d  L e g e n d s  i n  A r a b i c  a n d  
E t h i o p i c  L i t e r a t u r e  o n  t h e  C h u r c h e s  o f  M e d i e v a l  R o m e , "  
E a s t  a n d  W e s t  9 ,  n o .  3  ( S e p t e m b e r  1 9 5 8 ) :  2 1 1 - 1 2 .  
P i r a n e s i ' s  I m i t a t i o n  o f '  t h e  C l a s s i c s  1 6 7  


CHECKLIST OF THE EXHIBITION 
All works are in the collection of the Smart Museum of 
Art unless otherwise noted. Height precedes width in all 
measurements unless otherwise indicated. 
1 
EDOUARD-DENIS BALDUS 
French, born Germany, 1813-1882 
La Maison Carree, Nimes, c. 1860s 
Albumen print 
Sheet/ image: 8 x 11 in. (20.3 x 27.9 cm) 




After Nicolas Poussin (French, active in Italy, 1594-1665) 
Rape of the Sabines, undated 
Engraving on laid paper 
Plate: 22 ¼ x 28¼ in. (56.2 x 71.8 cm); sheet: 24½ x 
31¼ in. (62.2 x 79.4 cm) 






Moyen universel de pratiquer la perspective sur les 
tableaux ou surfaces irregulieres, ensemble quelques 
particularitez concernant cet art et celuy de la graveure 
en taille-douce (Paris: Self-published, 1653) 
Printed book 
6 Yax 4 % in. (17.5 x 11.1 cm) 






Academy: Seated Male Nude, undated 
Red chalk on cream antique laid paper, framing lines in 
black ink, laid down on cream antique laid paper with 
blue paper borders adhered to face 
191/a x 15% in. (48.7 x 39 cm) 
The Horvitz Collection, Boston (Inv. no. D-F-625) 
Fig. 20 
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HomerandHis Guide, 1874 
Oil on canvas 
82 ¼ x 56 ¼ in. (208.9 x 142.9 cm) 
Milwaukee Art Museum; Layton Art Collection, 





Christ Receiving the Children, c. 1655 
Oil on canvas 
39½ x 53¼ in. (100.3 x 135.3 cm) 





Italian, active in Spain, 1527-1585 
Death of Adonis with Three Graces, undated 
Woodcut on paper, trimmed at top and bottom with later 
additions in ink 
Sheet: 8¾ x 11 ¾ in. (22.2 x 29.8 cm) 
Gift of Mrs. Leo M. Zimmerman in memory of Dr. Leo 
Zimmerman, 1984.138 
Fig. 94 
